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Om Work:  Collaborative Found Poems in Sanskrit Translitics 
 
In North America, we often use poems composed in Western European languages as the 
basis for exercises in the translitic: a “translation” derived from an approximation of syntax, 
sounds and cognates rather than from any true semantic or grammatical sense of the 
original text.  This approach can yield delightful and clever found poems. Because many 
North Americans have some passing acquaintance with the syllables, grammar and 
cognates of European languages, in creating the translitic we are able to manage a degree 
of creative risk tempered by a faint sense of familiarity with the source text.  To invoke T.S. 
Eliot and S.T. Coleridge, in working out a translitic we are making the familiar strange and 
the strange familiar. 
 
For students who are ready to venture farther afield in bilingual word play, Sanskrit texts 
can provide another kind of challenge when used as the basis for a translitic exercise.  
Typically, because Sanskrit rarely appears in North American language curricula outside of 
divinity or yoga schools, the average poetry student likely will be unfamiliar with its sounds 
and patterns, even in a Romanized form.  Thus, with the source text territory less certain, a 
student’s approximations in the translitic will need to be a bit more inventive than they 
might be with the more familiar combinations of sounds and grammatical patterns of 
European languages.  
 
As a warm-up for the Sanskrit translitic, it can be useful to assign as homework the more 
conventional European language translitic exercise first.  After sharing and discussing the 
results of the exercise in the next class period, I present students with note cards featuring 
selections of verses in Romanized Sanskrit from the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali.  A good source 
for these texts is the Sri Swami Satchidananda translation available from Integral Yoga 
Publications. It provides the actual Sanskrit Devanagari script paired with a Romanized 
syllabic rendering along with the translation. The book also includes a pronunciation guide. 
Sharing a few actual translations can help give students a feel for the Sutras’ aphoristic 
qualities.  Samples of other aphoristic writing, such as excerpts from William Blake’s The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell or Oscar Wilde’s satiric aphorisms, can also give students a 
sense of the range of possible voices for their own texts. Students work individually for a 
portion of the class session, developing their own translitic aphorisms from the Sanskrit 
texts.  Then, working in groups of three or four, students can combine and shape their 
translitic aphorisms into extended meditations. In considering the final product, this exercise 
can also challenge students by asking that their work make “sense” on some level, whether 
it be syntactically, thematically, imagistically, or in some other way. 
 
As with any translitic work, this exercise allows students to experiment playfully with 
conventional linguistic boundaries, and to discover new territories between them. 
 

 

 

 


